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Small patches of remnant
vegetation are all that
remain of the natural
heritage of the agricultural area.
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resource
By Richard Hobbs, CSIRO Division of Wildlife and Ecology, Midland
and Ken Wallace, Department of Conservation and Land Management
(CALM), Narrogin
Retention of native vegetation on farms is
important both from an ecological and an
economic point of view. Productivity in the
paddocks ultimately will depend on the retention and replacement of trees and shrubs in the
landscape.
Remnants of native vegetation can play their
part by helping to ensure the long-term viability
of the agricultural system, as well as greatly
enhancing the quality of life for those living on
the land.
Western Australia's wheatbelt was once carpeted by a complex mosaic of woodland,
mallee, shrublands, granite rocks and saltland
plants. In less than 100 years, this mosaic has
been transformed predominantly into farmland
in which only remnants of the original vegetation remain.
These remnant areas were once thought to
have little value, except for gravel extraction or
as rubbish dumps. Today they are considered
valuable parts of our agricultural systems and
of the environment.
Some benefits of remnant vegetation
Agricultural
We know that the clearing of native vegetation
has led to salinisation, waterlogging and erosion, and these events cause significant financial losses each year.

Fortunately, remnant native vegetation is often
left in areas that provide significant soil conservation benefits. Examples include bush growing
along creeklines, on mallet hills with water
repellent soils, over sandplain seeps, on soils
prone to erosion, and on fringing salt scalds.
Where bush covers drainage lines that feed
dams, there is the added benefit of less siltation
of dams.
Farmers are aware that competition for water
and nutrients may reduce the yield of crops
growing near bush areas. The protection given
by the vegetation and its beneficial effect on
crop and pasture production is less obvious.
Shelter from wind can increase crop yields
significantly to a distance of about 10 times the
height of the protective vegetation, and will
give some protection up to a distance of 25
times the height. Competition with crops and
pastures can be managed by ripping the soil a
few metres from the trees.
Animal production can also be increased by the
sheltering effects of remnant vegetation, which
reduce exposure to wind and rain and provide
summer shade. Farmers use shelter within
their remnant areas to reduce stock losses
during unseasonal weather, but this, with other
forms of rough grazing, has to be managed
carefully to prevent overgrazing of native
plants and seedlings, which results in loss of
value of the remnant areas.
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ture started, and they provide a benchmark for
the soil structure and fertility of uncleared
soils.
The value of our publicly owned remnant areas
- such as Dryandra State Forest or Wave Rock for tourism and recreation is well known, but
the smaller remnants also create a more interesting landscape for residents and visitors
alike.
Most visitors enjoy a trip to one of our granite
outcrops, and farm children love to play in
remnant areas. We cannot discount the emotional attachment to remnant areas - remember
those picnics 'up in the rocks' and those secret
places away from adult eyes?

Properly designed and
oriented windbreaks
could minimise sand
drift across fencelines
and on to roads.

Some remnant areas can be managed for a
sustained yield of cut flowers and ornamental
fruits, firewood, fenceposts and plant seed for
revegetation work. The use of native bush land
as a seed source is becoming increasingly
valuable as more seed from locally adapted
species is planted, and direct seeding becomes
more popular. Seed of some eucalypt and
acacia species, for example, may cost up to
$200 per kilogram.
Honey is another profitable product, especially
for large areas of remnant bush and on the
coastal heaths.
A less well recognised benefit of remnant
vegetation is the predation of insect pests by
native animals. Insect-eating birds can be
important in this respect. Another example can
be found in the extreme south-west of the State
where there is a native wasp that may
parasitise over 90 per cent of the eggs in some
locust egg beds.
Amenity and heritage
Amenity and heritage values of remnant vegetation also are important. Stands of native vegetation, usually woodlands, near buildings provide
shelter from prevailing winds, noise and dust,
as well as summer shade.
It is difficult to put a dollar value on the aesthetic values of these and other patches of
native vegetation, but no-one would question
that they enhance the countryside. They are a
record of what the land was like before agricul-
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Western Australia's remaining bushlands are an
important scientific, educational and aesthetic
resource. The bush is extremely rich in plant
species, many of which are found only here and
many of which are still undescribed. The southwest of the State contains one of the richest
non-tropical floras in the world. The Fitzgerald
River National Park, for example, contains more
plant species than the whole of the British Isles.
As a result of widespread clearing, the areas left
to conserve these plants and vegetation types
are generally small, and many species are
considered rare or in danger of extinction.
Not all these species are in designated nature
reserves. There is native vegetation on farms
that is as worthy of conservation as that in
reserves. For example, endangered flora such
as the crested spider orchid (Caladenia cristatd)
and the Mogumber bell (Darwinia earned) are
found only in privately-owned bushland.
Bushland on farms is doubly valuable since the
native fauna also depends on the remnants of
vegetation that are left. Many species, particularly birds, rely on being able to move among all
the remnants in an area, regardless of whether
they are on Crown or private land. They also
frequently use vegetation corridors along
roadsides, fencelines and watercourses.
The genetic diversity contained in the remnant
areas also could be important in the search for
new plant strains, new drugs and other plants
of economic and social significance. A Department of Agriculture research project is searching the agricultural and pastoral areas for
native shrubs and grasses that could become
useful fodder species.

hygiene is also vital. This is extremely important in nurseries providing plants for
revegetation, where infected soil can spread
the disease.
Active rehabilitation of degraded remnant
areas depends on these management techniques. Native species also may need to be
seeded or planted if they are no longer present
or no longer have viable seed. Some species
also require a heat or fire treatment to regenerate.

Sheep know where to go in the heat of the day.

Further information on bush management and
regeneration is available in the publications
listed at the end of this article, or from the
Department of Conservation and Land Management, and CSIRO.

Farmers can estimate better the value of their
remnant vegetation by using the features
discussed in this article.
Management of remnant areas
Management of remnant vegetation is not
always easy. Problems include weed invasion,
rabbits, foxes and feral cats, fire and grazing
management, and lack of tree and shrub
regeneration. However, it is much easier to
retain a remnant area than it is to replace one.
No-one has ever completely rehabilitated
native vegetation, and this makes it even more
important to value and properly manage
remnant areas now.
Detailed accounts of management of remnant
vegetation are beyond the scope of this article,
but there are a few basic techniques that can
greatly help in the conservation of remnant
vegetation.
• Fencing to keep out stock is essential. New
types of fencing, such as single strand
electrics, provide a cheap means of excluding
stock.
• Rabbits and foxes can be controlled by
using 1080 poison, which does not harm
native fauna, which is tolerant of it. The
Agriculture Protection Board can supply
further information on pest control.
• Weed control is important if native species are to re-establish. Several herbicides are
being tested for their ability to control weeds
without harming native species. The best
control for weeds is not to let them establish
in the first place. The best way to do this is to
retain a good native cover with least disturbance.
Lack of disturbance also is important in areas
prone to dieback. The disease is spread on
vehicles, machinery and feet, so adequate

Sandplain heath contains an almost endless
array of shrubs that
flower at different times
of the year.
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